1. Introduction {#sec1-sensors-18-02098}
===============

In recent years, optical sensors based on surface plasmon polaritons (SPPs) have been extensively studied. SPPs, an evanescent wave induced by the collective oscillation of free electrons on metal surfaces, is explained by the surface plasmon resonance (SPR) phenomenon using different attenuated total reflection (ATR) structures by Otto \[[@B1-sensors-18-02098]\] and Kretschmann \[[@B2-sensors-18-02098]\]. The surface plasmon wave (SPW), which is utilized as a probe to monitor the interaction of sensor surfaces in SPR sensors, is very sensitive to changes in the refractive index (RI). When the RI of analytes change slightly, a significant change will happen in the resonance angle. With this feature, SPR sensors are widely used in the field of environmental monitoring \[[@B3-sensors-18-02098],[@B4-sensors-18-02098],[@B5-sensors-18-02098]\], medical sample detection \[[@B6-sensors-18-02098],[@B7-sensors-18-02098]\], food safety \[[@B8-sensors-18-02098],[@B9-sensors-18-02098],[@B10-sensors-18-02098]\], and biochemical applications \[[@B11-sensors-18-02098],[@B12-sensors-18-02098],[@B13-sensors-18-02098]\].

The noble metals such as gold and silver are commonly used as SPP materials in SPR sensors. However, traditional SPR sensors based on noble metals are usually studied in the visible region. In the near infrared regime (NIR), the noble metals suffer from large optical losses, which limit the performance of plasmonic devices. Transparent conducting oxides (TCOs), which appear as candidate plasmonic materials in the NIR, have been greatly studied in recent years \[[@B14-sensors-18-02098],[@B15-sensors-18-02098],[@B16-sensors-18-02098],[@B17-sensors-18-02098],[@B18-sensors-18-02098]\]. Compared with gold and silver in NIR, they exhibit metallic behavior but have smaller material loss \[[@B19-sensors-18-02098],[@B20-sensors-18-02098]\]. Kim et al. \[[@B14-sensors-18-02098]\] have demonstrated that the SPR in nanostructured TCO films in experiments and the resonance angle excited by TCO films is very broad. When it is utilized in SPR sensors, the performance of the sensor, such as its detection accuracy (DA) or FOM, is not ideal. An accurate detection of analytes and a high performance of the sensor are always pursued by researchers. Long-range surface plasmon resonance (LRSPR) is found to be an effective way to improve the performance of the sensor \[[@B21-sensors-18-02098],[@B22-sensors-18-02098],[@B23-sensors-18-02098],[@B24-sensors-18-02098]\]. LRSPR, excited by ATR through a thin metal film wrapped between dielectrics, was first reported by Sarid \[[@B25-sensors-18-02098]\]. In principle, the LRSPR is formed by the coupling between SPPs at both sides of the metal film only if the metal film is thin enough. Note that the dielectric constants of the two dielectrics ($\varepsilon_{1}$,$\varepsilon_{2}$) should meet the condition $\left| {\varepsilon_{1} - \varepsilon_{2}} \right| < < \left( {\varepsilon_{1},\varepsilon_{2}} \right)$ \[[@B26-sensors-18-02098]\]. Compared with SPR sensors, the electromagnetic field intensity of the sensing surface in LRSPR sensors is enhanced by more than one order of magnitude. Hence, the LRSPR sensor is more sensitive to changes in RI of the sensing medium and, therefore, has better performance than the SPR sensor \[[@B27-sensors-18-02098]\]. Compared to SPR sensors, the LRSPR sensor, due to its large penetration depth, can work well in detecting large-sized analytes, such as bacterial molecules with diameters of about 1 μm. In this paper, Ga-doped zinc oxide (GZO) has been chosen as the SPP material. An optical sensor based on LRSPR in NIR wavelengths has been designed.

2. Design Consideration and Theoretical Model {#sec2-sensors-18-02098}
=============================================

The structures of the sensors based on SPR and LRSPR with GZO are shown in [Figure 1](#sensors-18-02098-f001){ref-type="fig"}a,b, respectively. In these structures, BK7 has been used as the coupling prism and its RI can be calculated from the following relation \[[@B28-sensors-18-02098]\]:$$n_{Bk7} = \left( {\frac{1.03961212\lambda^{2}}{\lambda^{2} - 0.00600069867} + \frac{0.231792344\lambda^{2}}{\lambda^{2} - 0.0200179144} + \frac{1.03961212\lambda^{2}}{\lambda^{2} - 103.560653} + 1} \right)^{1/2}$$

This relation shows that RI of the prism only varies with the wavelength of the incident light, and the wavelength of incident light is set to be 1550 nm. In these two types of sensors, GZO thin film has been utilized to support the excitation of SPPs and the dielectric constant can be expressed by the Drude--Lorentz oscillator model \[[@B14-sensors-18-02098]\]:$$\varepsilon(\omega) = \varepsilon_{\infty} - \frac{\omega_{p}^{2}}{\omega(\omega + i\mathsf{\Gamma}_{p})} + \frac{f_{1}\omega_{1}^{2}}{\omega_{1}^{2} - \omega^{2} - i\omega\mathsf{\Gamma}_{1}}$$ where the background permittivity $\varepsilon_{\infty} = 2.475,$ $\omega_{p} = 1.927$ eV is the unscreened plasma frequency, $\mathsf{\Gamma}_{p} = 0.117$ eV is the carrier relaxation rate, and $f_{1} = 0.866$ is the strength of the Lorentz oscillator with center frequency $\omega_{1} = 4.850$ eV and damping $\mathsf{\Gamma}_{1} = 0.029$ eV.

The hybrid structure in [Figure 1](#sensors-18-02098-f001){ref-type="fig"} with all of the layers stacking in the direction perpendicular to the prism can be solved numerically through the transfer matrix method (TMM) \[[@B29-sensors-18-02098],[@B30-sensors-18-02098]\]. The prism and substrate are considered to be the semi-infinite layers. TMM, which uses boundary conditions of the tangential electric field and tangential magnetic field, can be utilized to analyze the reflectance R.

The change in the refractive index of the sensing medium (Δ*n*) can lead to a corresponding change in resonance angle (Δ*θ*). Hence, the figure of merit (*FOM*) is used to define the performance of the proposed sensor \[[@B21-sensors-18-02098],[@B31-sensors-18-02098]\]:$$FOM = \frac{\Delta\theta}{\Delta n} \cdot \frac{1}{FWHM} = S \cdot DA$$ where $S = {{\Delta\theta}/{\Delta n}}$ is the sensitivity, $DA = {1/{FWHM}}$ is the detection accuracy, and *FWHM* is the full width at half maximum.

3. Results and Discussion {#sec3-sensors-18-02098}
=========================

We can easily obtain the angular reflection spectra of the structure through TMM. In [Figure 2](#sensors-18-02098-f002){ref-type="fig"}, the red solid curve is the angular reflection spectra excited by SPPs of GZO and corresponds to the structure in [Figure 1](#sensors-18-02098-f001){ref-type="fig"}a. It can be seen that the FWHM of the resonance angle is very wide, which leads to a small FOM and DA. To overcome this disadvantage and improve the performance of the SPR sensors with GZO, we proposed a biosensor based on the LRSPR using the dielectric/GZO/sensing medium structure, as shown in [Figure 1](#sensors-18-02098-f001){ref-type="fig"}b. The blue solid curve is the angular reflection spectra with the narrower FWHM, which is excited by the LRSPR of GZO. It indicates that the FWHM can be narrowed by exciting the LRSPR with GZO; hence, a higher FOM and larger DA of the sensor can be expected.

The electric field distributions for an SPR sensor and an LRSPR sensor based on GZO are shown in [Figure 3](#sensors-18-02098-f003){ref-type="fig"}. The calculated electric field is normalized by the incident electric field and z is the distance from the interface between the prism and GZO or the dielectric. From [Figure 3](#sensors-18-02098-f003){ref-type="fig"}a, a peak appears at the interface between GZO and the sensing medium while the electric field decays exponentially away from the interface, indicating the excitation of the SPP mode. [Figure 3](#sensors-18-02098-f003){ref-type="fig"}b shows the strong electric field distribution for a GZO-based LRSPR sensor with *d*~D~ = 2000 nm and *d*~G~ = 18 nm. The field can be enhanced by \~20 times in GZO-based LRSPR compared to the incident field, which is about 12 times larger than GZO-based SPR. These results suggest that the LRSPR mode is more sensitive to changes in RI in the sensing medium and, hence, can be utilized to enhance the sensitivity of a biosensor. At the same time, the penetration depth---which is defined as the distance from the interface at which the amplitude of the field decreases by a factor of 1/e \[[@B32-sensors-18-02098]\]---can also be reflected in [Figure 3](#sensors-18-02098-f003){ref-type="fig"}. A larger penetration depth into the sensing medium of the LRSPR can be obtained \[[@B32-sensors-18-02098],[@B33-sensors-18-02098],[@B34-sensors-18-02098]\].

RI and thickness of the dielectric have a significant impact on the performance of the LRSPR sensor. To discuss the dependence of the dielectric's RI on the performance of the sensor, the dielectric thickness was first fixed at 2000 nm. [Figure 4](#sensors-18-02098-f004){ref-type="fig"}a shows a series of ATR curves plotted as a function of $\theta_{in}$ where the RI of the dielectric varies from 1.34 to 1.38. It can be seen that with an increasing dielectric RI, the resonance angle shifts to the large incident angle and the angular reflection spectra become broader. The corresponding results are summed in [Figure 4](#sensors-18-02098-f004){ref-type="fig"}b; the larger RI of the dielectric corresponds to a smaller sensitivity and DA.

The dependence of the LRSPR sensor on the dielectric thickness is indicated in [Figure 5](#sensors-18-02098-f005){ref-type="fig"}, where the reflectance varies with the dielectric thickness from 2000 nm to 2800 nm. It clearly shows that the resonance angle shifts to the larger incident angle and the resonance becomes narrower with the increasing dielectric thickness ([Figure 5](#sensors-18-02098-f005){ref-type="fig"}a). Furthermore, to understand the performance of an LRSPR sensor, we gave the corresponding FOM and DA in [Figure 5](#sensors-18-02098-f005){ref-type="fig"}b. It clearly shows that the larger dielectric thickness has a higher DA and FOM. Here, we found that a FOM as high as 150 RIU^−1^ can be obtained for *d*~D~ = 2800 nm.

The designed GZO-based LRSPR sensor is capable of detecting small changes in the refractive index. [Figure 6](#sensors-18-02098-f006){ref-type="fig"}a shows the angular reflectance spectrum for the varying RI of the sensing medium from 1.32 to 1.34. It can be seen that the resonance angle shifts to a larger angle. The movement of the resonance angle with the RI of the sensing medium and incident angle for the proposed GZO-based LRSPR sensor are shown in [Figure 6](#sensors-18-02098-f006){ref-type="fig"}b. When biological or chemical reactions occur in the sensing medium, a slight change will happen in the RI of the sensing medium. The slight change in RI in the sensing medium will have a significant effect on the performance of the proposed sensor, as demonstrated in [Figure 6](#sensors-18-02098-f006){ref-type="fig"}c,d. It shows that the variation in DA, sensitivity, and FOM with the RI of the sensing medium changes from 1.32 to 1.34 for *d~D~* = 2000 nm and *d~G~* = 18 nm. It is clear that the resonance becomes increasingly narrower with the increasing RI of the sensing medium, while DA, sensitivity, and FOM can be enhanced with the increasing RI of the sensing medium. We also compared the FOM with the traditional SPR sensors based on the 50 nm thick Au film. Compared to traditional SPR sensors, the proposed sensor achieves a significantly improved FOM, which is a 2\~7 times enhanced magnitude.

4. Conclusions {#sec4-sensors-18-02098}
==============

In this paper, an optical biosensor based on LRSPR of transparent conducting oxide (GZO) has been proposed. Compared with the biosensor based on SPR of transparent conducting oxide (GZO), the performance of the LRSPR sensor is obviously improved. FOM of the proposed sensor presents an improved FOM, which is enhanced by 2\~7 times compared to the traditional SPR sensor. With such improved performance, we believe that this scheme could find potential applications in chemical examination, medical diagnosis, and biological detection, etc.
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![(**a**) Schematic diagram of a surface plasmon resonance (SPR) sensor based on Ga-doped zinc oxide (GZO); and (**b**) schematic diagram of a long-range surface plasmon resonance(LRSPR) sensor based on GZO.](sensors-18-02098-g001){#sensors-18-02098-f001}

![Variation in the reflectance with the incident angle for sensors based on GZO SPR and GZO LRSPR.](sensors-18-02098-g002){#sensors-18-02098-f002}

![(**a**) The electric field distributions for an SPR sensor based on the 80 nm thick GZO; (**b**) the electric field distributions for a GZO-based LRSPR sensor with *d*~D~ = 2000 nm, *d*~G~ = 18 nm.](sensors-18-02098-g003){#sensors-18-02098-f003}

![(**a**) Variation of the reflectance with the incident angle for different refractive indices(RIs) of the dielectric layer for *n~s~* = 1.33, *d~D~* = 2000 nm and *d~G~* = 18 nm; (**b**) variation in the sensitivity and detection accuracy (DA) with RI of the dielectric layer.](sensors-18-02098-g004){#sensors-18-02098-f004}

![(**a**)Variation of the reflectance with the incident angle when the thickness of the dielectric (*d~D~*) changes from 2000 nm to 2800 nm; (**b**) variation of the FOM and DA with the increase of dielectric thickness.](sensors-18-02098-g005){#sensors-18-02098-f005}

![(**a**) Variation of the reflectance with the incident angle with the change of RI of sensing medium from 1.32 to 1.34; (**b**) Movement of resonance angle for the proposed GZO-based LRSPR sensor with the increase in the RI of the sensing medium; variation of sensitivity and DA (**c**), FOM of the LRSPR sensor and traditional SPR sensor (**d**) with RI of the sensing medium for a dielectric thickness of 2000 nm and GZO layer thickness of 18 nm.](sensors-18-02098-g006){#sensors-18-02098-f006}
